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NEW STRATEGIES HELP BREAK BAD HABITS, CREATE HEALTHY BEHAVIORS
By Patia Stephens 
University Relations
Quit smoking. Eat right. Exercise more. Be nicer. Keep a cleaner house.
Sound familiar?
Most of us have things we’d like to change about our behavior; hence the popularity of 
New Year’s resolutions. But we also know how hard it can be to make those resolutions stick.
A relatively new way of thinking says that behavior change is a process with identifiable 
stages and common characteristics. This concept also offers strategies for dealing with each of 
those stages to help ourselves, or others, move along the change process.
Just do it is not the way most people operate,’ said Christine Fiore, psychology 
associate professor and director of clinical training at The University of Montana-Missoula. 
"People need to give themselves permission to think of change as a process.”
Fiore is one of many mental health and health care professionals who are adopting the 
Transtheoretical Model ol Behavior Change’ — also called “Stages of Change” — developed by 
psychology researcher James Prochaska and colleagues.
“There is no evidence to support the idea that change is a dichotomy — that you’re either 
doing it or you’re not,” Fiore said. “Change is a dynamic process that is constantly shifting.”
The six stages of change and their characteristics are:
-more-
1. Precontemplation -- People in this stage are unaware that they have a problem, or 
are aware but unwilling to change. Precontemplators often are in denial or are 
demoralized.
2. Contemplation -- Contemplators are aware of the problem and thinking about the 
possibility of changing, but lack confidence and commitment. They intend to 
change “soon7’ (within six months) but are ambivalent.
3. Preparation — Those in preparation mode develop a plan and commit to change 
within one month. Most will attempt to change within six months, but will likely 
fail.
4. Action — People in action have recently changed their behavior, maintaining the 
desired change for less than six months. This is a “busy,” unstable time and relapse 
is common.
5. Maintenance — Change has been adopted as a lifestyle for six months or more 
and no longer requires much energy to sustain. The risk of relapse is low, generally 
provoked only by major stressors or temptations.
6. Termination -  In this stage, people do not feel tempted to relapse no matter what 
the situation. They feel confident and have adopted a positive new self-image 
consistent with their behavior change.
It’s important to note that the stages are specific to individual behavior patterns and that, 
while each typically lasts at least six months, shifting back and forth between stages is common.
You could be in precontemplation in diet and in the action stage in exercise,” Fiore said. “You 




Here are some strategies that are helpful in each of the stages:
• Precontemplation -- Intervention here is tricky, because resistance is high. Your 
best bets are to listen, not tell, and explore, not label. “Stuck people push back,” 
Fiore said. “Don’t give them a reason to fight.” Validate their thoughts and 
emotions, and focus on raising awareness.
• Contemplation — Again, it’s important not to push too hard in the early stages. 
Provide contemplators with information and motivation. Encourage them to 
identify pros and cons and to set small goals.
• Preparation -- This is a time for learning and confidence-building. Develop a plan 
for change. Identify obstacles and temptations, as well as ways to handle them.
Most importantly, look at failure as part of the learning process. “Don’t get 
hopeless,” Fiore said. “It’s not hopeless.”
• Action -- Focus on positive reinforcement: rewards; substitution of healthy 
behaviors for unhealthy ones; and building supportive helping relationships, such as 
friends, family members, counselors and health care providers. If you relapse, 
don’t beat yourself up. “Don’t get demoralized about relapse,” Fiore said. “Going 
back to your old behavior is natural and easy.” Just get back on the horse as soon
as you can.
• Maintenance — Keep up the encouragement and rewards. Be alert for backsliding 
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